Safety of selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor treatment in recovering stroke patients.
Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) are widely used for psychiatric complications after stroke. Studies have indicated additional effects, and SSRIs could potentially be used as enhancers of stroke recovery. However, beneficial effects should be weighed against potential adverse effects. In particular, the possible association with cerebrovascular events has raised concern. We review the literature on cerebrovascular events associated with SSRI treatment after stroke. The possible beneficial effects of SSRI treatment for stroke recovery and survival, and potential safety concerns, are discussed. Evidence suggests that SSRIs may enhance stroke recovery. Most studies on cerebrovascular risk are from non-stroke populations and little is known about recurrent events and mortality post-stroke. In non-stroke populations treatment has been associated with increased risk of intracerebral and intracranial hemorrhage; however the absolute risk is low. The association between SSRIs and ischemic stroke is less clear. Randomized stroke trials indicate that treatment is safe and well tolerated, and the most common side effects are often benign and transient. The trials are small however and not powered to detect potential differences in cerebrovascular events. We await several ongoing large randomized trials before SSRIs can be recommended as a routine pharmacotherapy in stroke recovery.